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Keeping the faith: Reflections on religious nurture among young British Sikhs 
Jasjit Singh * 
 
University of Leeds, Leeds, UK 
 
Although young Sikhs are regularly accused of not attending gurdwara and 
not being interested in Sikhism, many young Sikhs are now learning about 
Sikhism outside traditional religious institutions. Using data gathered as part 
of a research project studying the transmission of Sikhism among 18²30-year-
old British Sikhs, this article explores how young Sikhs are learning about 
Sikhism in their pre-adult life stage. Examining the influences of the family 
and the school environment and the various methods used in gurdwaras, this 
article offers a retrospective look on the ways in which young Sikhs are 
nurtured and socialised into Sikhism, providing an understanding from the 
perspective of young Sikhs themselves about which methods actually work 
and why. 
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Introduction 
As a young Sikh growing up in the UK I often heard statements from gurdwara 
6LNKSODFHRIZRUVKLSOLWHUDOO\¶WKH*XUX·VGRRU·VWDJHVZKLFKODPHQWHGWKDW
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young Sikhs were not interested in Sikhism. Speakers complained that young 
------- 
* E-mail: singhjmr@hotmail.com 
people did not attend gurdwaras, were not interested in learning Punjabi, and 
failed to keep the Sikh identity, with parents³particularly mothers³being 
blamed for not educating their children about their faith. Those who did attend 
gurdwara regularly were praised and highlighted as good examples to the rest of 
the congregation, although I remember wondering why this was the case, given 
that I understood that going to the gurdwara every Sunday was the normal 
practice for all Sikhs. 
On reflection, it is clear that my upbringing in a family in which all the 
male members wear turbans and in which regular gurdwara attendance is the 
norm has been a key influence in leading me to undertake research into the 
British Sikh community. Although there were few opportunities to learn about 
Sikhism formally as I was growing up in the 1980s, I had a good knowledge of 
Sikh history compared to most of my peers, because my parents had ensured that 
my bookcase was readily stocked with books and comics about the lives of the 
Sikh Gurus. I first experienced formal learning about Sikhism at the Sikh 
Missionary Society camps (Singh 2011) which I attended from 1985 to 1989 and 
where I demonstrated my knowledge by winning the competition for best 
historical essay four years in a row. 
This article presents data gathered as part of a wider research project 
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which explored how 18²30-year-old British Sikhs learn about Sikhism. The focus 
is on how young Sikhs reflected on their religious upbringing during the pre-
adult life stage, the period of life which is divided into childhood (up to 13 years 
old) and adolescence (13²18 years), with³as many scholars have observed³a 
decline in religious adherence from childhood to adolescence (Roberts and 
<DPDQH$VWKHPDMRULW\RIWRGD\·V²30 year olds grew up in the 
1980s and 1990s, recent technological innovations such as the Internet did not 
play as large a role in their religious socialisation as they may play in the lives of 
young Sikhs today. This article is therefore mostly concerned with the role of the 
family, schools, and gurdwaras. 
 
Methodology 
In undertaking this research, a qualitative methodological approach was taken, 
using a variety of sources as part of the investigation (Denscombe 2007, 37). The 
main methods included: semi-structured interviews with 30 18²30-year-old 
British Sikhs who had attended and participated in events organised for young 
Sikhs; a self-selecting online survey of young British Sikhs; focus groups with 
Sikh students; and participant observation at events organised for young Sikhs, 
including Sikh camps and university Sikh society events. The fieldwork was 
undertaken throughout 2009²2010, with the online survey running from 
November 2009 to July 2011. The survey elicited 645 responses in total; it had 
been advertised on discussion forums relating to Sikhism and Bhangra1 and on 
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Facebook pages belonging to gurdwaras, Sikh camps, university Sikh societies 
and Bhangra groups in order to reach to as wide a range of respondents as 
possible. As there is currently no means of obtaining a random sample from all 
young British Sikhs and as young people are a difficult population to study³
they tend to be very busy and mobile (Denton and Smith 2001, 2)³survey 
respondents were self-selecting and consequently respondents are likely to be 
young Sikhs with a strong commitment to Sikhism. This is justified by the fact 
that this research examined how and why young Sikhs engage with their 
religious tradition and therefore sought the views of young Sikhs who would 
respond to an online survey relating to the Sikh tradition. Rather than aiming to 
gather the views of young Sikhs from one or all of the various groups in the Sikh 
community,2 I examine in this article the socialisation of young Sikhs from a 
variety of sectarian and ideological backgrounds. 
 
Families and schools 
Sociologists of religion recognize the role of the family as the primary agent of 
religious socialisation throughout the life course and as the main influence on 
LQGLYLGXDOV·UHOLJLRXVFKRLFHV6KHUNDW²158). Indeed, Phil Zuckerman 
FRQFOXGHVWKDW¶XOWLPDWHO\UHOLJLRXVLGHQWLW\DQGFRQYLFWLRQDUHQ·WJHQHUDOO\VR
much a matter of choice or faith or soul-searching as a matter of who [sic] and 
ZKDWRQH·VSDUHQWVIULHQGVQHLJKERXUVDQGFRPPXQLW\SUDFWLFHDQGSURIHVV·
(2003, 51). It can be argued that of these factors the family is the most important 
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in religious socialisation, as it determines the types of friends, neighbours, and 
community to which individuals are exposed to in early life. 
According to Pnina Werbner, most accounts of Sikh families in the 
popular media, including Gurinder &KDGKD·VBend it like Beckham (2002), tend to 
IRFXVRQ¶WKHVWUXJJOHVRID\RXQJHU%ULWLVK-born generation against arranged 
marriages imposed by authoritarian, coercive, gerontocratic HOGHUV·
References to religion in these accounts usually relate to issues about keeping 
long hair and the turban, with  Sathnam Sanghera in his The boy with the topknot 3 
explaining that despite the other male members of the family not keeping long 
hair, his mother hDG¶IRXQG*RGEHIRUHVKHKDGPHDQGGHFLGHGWRUDLVHPHDVD
UHOLJLRXVH[SHULPHQW·6DQJKHUDFRPPHQWVRQWKH¶KDSKD]DUGQDWXUH·
RIWKHZD\KHZDVLQVWUXFWHGLQ6LNKLVPVWDWLQJ¶DOOWKDW3XQMDELFODVVHVRQ
Saturday mornings had taught me was hoZWRZULWH´WKHFDPHOZHQWWRWKHZHOOµ
LQ3XQMDEL·LELGDQGKHGHVFULEHVKLVVWUXJJOHVZLWKNHHSLQJORQJKDLUKH
ZDQWHGWR¶JHWULGRIP\ORQJKDLUEHFDXVHL,ZDVIHGXSRIEHLQJWHDVHGDERXW
my topknot; (ii) I hated the way my topknot restricWHGP\IUHHGRP«LLL,
/2$7+('WKHZD\LWPDGHPHORRN·LELG6DQJKHUD·VDFFRXQWKLJKOLJKWVVRPH
of the issues young Sikhs face regarding the effectiveness of religious instruction, 
the impact of family identity practices, and the difficulties they encounter 
between the family and school environment. 
As  Claire Alexander (2006, 259) explains, the idea of young Asians being 
¶EHWZHHQWZRFXOWXUHV·UHPDLQVWKHGRPLQDQWSDUDGLJPIRUXQGHUVWDQGLQJ$VLDQ
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youth identities, although British Asian communities have been established for 
over 40 years in Britain. She observes that 
WKH QRWLRQ RI ¶WKH VHFRQG JHQHUDWLRQ· UHPDLQV LQWDFW LQ WKH SRSXODU DQG
sociological imagination [carrying] with it ingrained ideas of an 
RULJLQDU\SDUHQWDO FXOWXUH DQG RI D ¶QH[W· JHQeration trapped between this 
DQFHVWUDO KRPHODQG DQG WKH ¶KRVW· FRXQWU\³between old and new worlds. 
(ibid 271) 
Roger Ballard rejects the idea of cultural conflict in favour of viewing young 
$VLDQVDV¶VNLOOHGFXOWXUDOQDYLJDWRUV·ZKRKDYHD¶VRSKLVWLFDWHGFapacity to 
manoeuvre their way to their own advantage both inside and outside the ethnic 
FRORQ\·, 31). Instead of actively navigating, Robert Jackson and Eleanor 
1HVELWWYLHZWKHVH\RXQJSHRSOHDVKDYLQJ¶PXOWLSOHFXOWXUDO
FRPSHWHQFH·DEOHWRXVHFXOWXUHDVD¶WRRONLWRIUHVRXUFHV·HPSOR\LQJZKLFKHYHU
aspects of their culture they require at a particular time (Vertovec 2009, 72). 
Although much of the subsequent work on Asian young people bears the traces 
RIWKHHDUOLHU¶EHWZHHQWZRFXOWXUHV·DSSURDFK$OH[DQGHUWKHIRFXVLV
QRZRQ¶FRQWLQXLW\DQGFKDQJH·DQGRQWKHJURZWKRID¶QHZFXOWXUHZKLFKLVD
V\QWKHVLVRIWKH´ROGµDQGWKH´QHZµ·$QZDU 
 
Diversity 
Above all, as Avtar Brah argues, it is important not to assume that there are 
GLVFUHWH%ULWLVKDQG$VLDQFXOWXUHVZKLFKQHFHVVDULO\¶FODVK·$OWKRXJK
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Sikh families may share some elements, many have their own unique way of 
expressing and practicing Sikhism influenced by their migration experiences, 
caste, political affiliation, economic status and the extent to which they are 
committed to the Sikh faith (Hadwen 1995, 72). In addition, many families may 
align themselves to particular charismatic individuals (Sants) or particular 
ideological groups (Akhand Kirtani Jatha, Damdami Taksal, Guru Nanak Nishkam 
Sewak Jatha)4 or belong to other sectarian groups (Namdharis, Nirankaris, 
Radhasoamis ).5 
According to Gurharpal Singh and Darshan  Singh 7DWOD¶WKHGLVWLQFWLYH
social pluralism that pervades Sikh society is to be found not along the familiar 
FOHDYDJHVRIUHJLRQODQJXDJHHWKQLFLW\RUFODVVEXWLQFDVWHGLVWLQFWLRQV·
27). Although the concept of caste is generally used uncritically in discussions 
relating to the South Asian tUDGLWLRQVDV1HVELWWH[SODLQVWKHWHUP¶FDVWH·
obscures the crucial distinction between a varna (the four varnas being Brahmin, 
Kshatriya, Vaishya, Shudra) and a jati (zat in Punjabi) (2004, 100). Among Sikhs, 
it is jati rather than varna which has become the main distinction, with the Jats at 
the top rung, being landowners, followed by the artisan castes of the Ramgharias 
(carpenters), Chhimbas (tailors), Julahas (weavers), Nais (barbers), Jinwars (water 
carriers), and Ghumars (potters) (Singh and Tatla 2006, 28). Ballard explains that 
jati LQIOXHQFHGWKHRFFXSDWLRQDOEDVHRI6LNKPLJUDQWVDV¶-DWVZHUHODUJHO\
concentrated in physically demanding manual work and the Bhatras in small 
business and market trading, while many Ramgharias had taken advantage of 
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their traditional skills as blacksmiths and carpenters to become craftsmen in the 
EXLOGLQJWUDGH·1994, 110). 
Although caste may influence religious socialisation in terms of gurdwara 
attendance, this is not as clear-cut as it is often presented, with many Jats 
attending the Ramgharia gurdwara in Coventry (Nesbitt 2009, 43) and, similarly, 
many Ramgharias can be observed attending a primarily Jat gurdwara in Leeds. 
Rather than considering caste per se, it is important to consider how migration 
history affects religious socialisation, as speaking the Punjabi language and 
YLVLWLQJWKH3XQMDEDUHLQWHJUDOWR6LNKFKLOGUHQ·VQXUWXUH (Nesbitt 2000, 242) and 
are factors which are clearly influenced by migration history. Those who have 
relatives or contacts in India, regardless of caste, are more likely to visit the 
Punjab as children and consequently to visit sites of Sikh history, including the 
Golden Temple. For Sirjit (pseudonym) a 23-year-old male from south England, 
visiting the Golden Temple at a young age had an important impact on the rest 
of his life as a Sikh: 
I was born in the UK³DQGP\IDPLO\ZHUHQRWSDUWLFXODUO\UHOLJLRXV«EXW
when I was 6 or 7, I went to Harimandir Sahib [the Golden Temple] with my 
IDPLO\ « DQG WKHQ ZKHQ WKH JROGHn throne of Guru Granth Sahib [the Sikh 
scriptures regarded by many Sikhs as a living Guru] was coming out, my 
Grandfather got my hand and touched the palki [palanquin]³and basically 
after that experience on that day at the age of six and a half, everything 
FKDQJHG , XVHG WR KDYH FXW KDLU FRXOGQ·W VSHDN 3XQMDEL YHU\ ZHOO , GLGQ·W
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know anything about bani >VDFUHGZULWLQJV@«DQGWKHQRQWKDWGD\,ERXJKW
IRXUERRNVRQ6LNKKLVWRU\ZKLFK ,·YHVWLOOJRW WR WKLVGD\«DQG ,XVHG WR
read them every day³everyone thought it was a phase, like me keeping my 
KDLUJLYLQJXSFHUWDLQ WKLQJV WRHDWJHWWLQJXSHDUO\ LQ WKHPRUQLQJ«EXW
HYHQWXDOO\ DIWHU D IHZ PRQWKV ZKHQ WKLQJV GLGQ·W VWRS WKHQ HYHU\RQH
UHDOLVHGWKDWDFWXDOO\KH·VWDNLQJLWIRUUHDO- Interview, 18/08/2010 
Although it is not possible to generalise about the impact of migration history, 
Opinderjit Kaur 7DNKDUQRWHVWKDW¶WKHPDMRULW\RI(DVW$IULFDQ6LNKPLJUDQWVWR
Britain are on the whole more religiously inclined than other zats coming directly 
IURP,QGLD·:KHUHDVPDQ\GLUHFWPLJUDQWVUHPRYHGWKHLUWXUEDQVRQ
arrival in the UK (Ballard 1994, 111), male members of East African families 
tended to keep their turbans on arriving in the UK, having already experienced 
migration to Africa (Takhar 2005, 42). Survey responses to questions about 
identity reveal differences between Sikh families according to parental migration 
history, as Table 1 shows. 
 
------- insert Table 1 here ------- 
 
The details in Table 1 highlight that, firstly, the percentage of females wearing 
turbans in East African households is lower than that in other categories and, 
secondly, while the percentage of male turban wearers with full beards is similar 
across all categories, there are differences between males outside this category. In 
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East African families, the percentage of male turban wearers with trimmed 
beards (25%) is roughly equivalent to the number of males with cut hair in other 
Sikh households, indicating that for males in East African households the most 
FRPPRQLGHQWLW\RXWVLGHWKHFDWHJRU\¶PDOHZLWKIXOOEHDUG·LV¶WXUEDQZLWKD
WULPPHGEHDUG·7KLVLQGLFDWHVWKDW6LNKFKLOGUHQERUQLQ(DVW$IULFDQ
households generally are more likely to grow up in households in which turban 
wearing among males is the norm. 
The fact that children born in East African households are generally more 
likely to encounter turban wearers may have an impact on their religious 
socialisation in various ways. Although ideas of izzat or family honour are 
regularly discussed in ethnographies of South Asians (e.g. Baumann 1996, 103), 
there is little if any discussion about how issues of izzat might affect religious 
transmission. As izzat DIIHFWVLQGLYLGXDOV·VWDQGLQJLQWKHFRPPXQLW\-KXWWL-
-RKDODQG¶IROORZLQJUHOLJLRXV ´WUDGLWLRQµLQFUHDVHVDQGPDLQWDLQVRQH·V
identity and izzat·LELGLWIROORZVWKDWIDPLOLHVLQZKLFKPDOHPHPEHUVZHDU
turbans generally have higher status in the community than those who do not. 
That members of East African families are viewed as being religious may help 
explain why so few East African females wear turbans. If an East African family 
has a number of turban wearers and is therefore viewed as being religious, there 
is little need for female family members to express their religiosity explicitly, as 
WKH\DUH¶LQFOXGHG·LQWKHPDOHV·PDLQWHQDQFHRIWKHIDPLO\·VKRQRXU2QWKH
other hand, female members of families who do not have this religious status are 
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compelled to express their religiosity explicitly by wearing turbans, as only 
keeping the hair uncut indicates the same level of commitment as that of a turban 
wearer (Singh 2010, 215). However, it is important not to assume that only those 
who keep the normative Sikh identity are engaging with the Sikh tradition. 
Mandeep (pseudonym), a 26-year-old young male from the Midlands who 
regularly speaks at camps and Sikh societies, explained: 
My dad was a mona >KDGKLVKDLUFXW@«EXW,UHPHPEHUIURPD\RXQJDJH
that he knew Japji Sahib, Rehras Sahib, Sohila Sahib [the daily Sikh prayers] 
off by heart. And if we were ever going anywhere in the car, my Dad would 
VD\ ¶LW·V HYHQLQJ WLPH OHW·V GR 5HKUDV· >WKH 6LNK HYHQLQJ SUD\HU@³he 
ZRXOGQ·W FRYHU KLV KHDG RU DQ\WKLQJ LW ZDV DXWRPDWLF³and all we knew 
was that you should do Rehras in the evening³and in the morning my Dad 
ZRXOG VD\ ¶OHW·V GR -DSML 6DKLE [the Sikh morning prayer] - Interview, 
14/02/2010 
5DWKHUWKDQVLPSO\XVLQJH[WHUQDOLGHQWLW\DVDQLQGLFDWRURID6LNKIDPLO\·V
religiosity, it is important to examine other factors, including knowledge of Sikh 
history and prayer practices. Both have an impact on the religious socialisation of 
young Sikhs, as does the structure of the household, especially the question of 
whether the household supports a nuclear or an extended family. As Nesbitt 
REVHUYHV¶SDUHQWVJUDQGSDUHQWVDXQWVDQGXQFOHVFRQWULEXWHGWRWKHQXUWXULQJ
RI\RXQJ6LNKVLQWKHLUIDLWKWUDGLWLRQ·as ¶PDQ\RIWKH\RXQJSHRSOH
UHIHUUHGWRKHDULQJDQROGHUUHODWLYH´GRLQJDSUD\HUµ· (2000, 69). 
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Similarity 
Many interviewees mentioned that, as children, they had been explicitly taught 
Sikh practices by their parents. The president of a Sikh society in the Midlands 
H[SODLQHGWKDWKH¶XVHGWRGRMul Mantar6 from the age of 5³HYHU\GD\«WKDW·V
what my mum had UDLVHGPHWRGR·A number of interviewees  also noted that 
the family keeping the Guru Granth Sahib in the house had an important impact 
on their religious socialisation, presumably because hosting the Guru Granth 
Sahib LQRQH·VKRPHLVYHU\ODERXU- and time-intensive. As Nesbitt explains (2005  
¶PRVW6LNKVGRQRWKDYHDFRPSOHWHKDUGFRS\RIWKHVFULSWXUHVDWKRPHDV
this means setting one room aside as a mini-gurdwara, with family members 
ensuring that the Guru Granth Sahib is opened in the morning and laid to rest for 
WKHQLJKW·)RU1DULQGHU (pseudonym), a 39-year-old speaker at camps and Sikh 
societies, these reverential practices became part of her daily routine, acting as a 
daily reminder of her commitments as a Sikh: 
«the house I grew up in with my parents, there was always Guru Granth 
Sahib. Ever since I can remember, my mum does prakash [the formal opening 
of the Guru Granth Sahib] before she does anything else. So I had a couple of 
ground rules as a child, [one of] which was you had to mattha tek [bow to the 
Guru] before you came downstairs. - Interview, 08/05/2010 
Although not all Sikh households are able to house the Guru Granth Sahib, many 
studies of young Sikhs highlight the importance of iconography; James notes, for 
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example, that ¶SLFWXUHVRIWKH*XUXVDQGRIHYHQWVLQWKHLUOLYHVDQGSODFHV
DVVRFLDWHGZLWKWKHPGHFRUDWHWKHZDOOVRIQHDUO\DOO6LNKKRPHV«WKH\PXVWEH
LPSRUWDQWHOHPHQWVLQWKHLUGHYHORSLQJLPDJLQDWLRQ·7KLVLVVXSSRUWHG
by my observations in Sikh households, as iconography was present in all of the 
households where interviews were conducted, ranging from pictures of the 
Gurus to pictures of notable martyrs in the Sikh tradition and framed translations 
of quotations of the Guru Granth Sahib on the walls. The impact of this 
iconography on religious socialisation is clear, as Santokh, a 33-year-old male 
from north England, described: 
«P\PXPZRXOGKDYHDWOHDVW²SKRWRVRIWKH*XUXV·SLFWXUHVLQHYHU\
room³WKHUH·VSUREDEO\PRUHSLFWXUHVRI the Gurus and Gursikhs [respected 
historical Sikhs] WKDQWKHUHDUHRIXV«>VR@LI,FRPHLQWRDURRPDQGVHHWKH
*XUX·VSKRWR,·GWKLQNWKH\ZHUHZDWFKLQJPH- Interview, 09/03/2010 
Whereas pictures of the Gurus, in particular Guru Nanak and Guru Gobind 
Singh, are found in a number of Sikh households, families who are inspired by 
Sants [charismatic leaders] or particular Sikhs from history often display pictures 
of these individuals in their homes. Nurture in families which follow Sants 
appears to be slightly different from that in families who do not, as Sants often 
KDYHWKHVWDWXVRID*XUX,QKHUVWXG\RI6LNKFKLOGUHQ·VLGHDVRI*RGNesbitt 
and Jackson note that in Sant-following families the elevated status of the Sant is 
encouraged by WKHXVHRIODQJXDJH¶QRWRQO\LVWKHVDPHZRUG>Babaji] used for 
all three (Guru, Guru Granth Sahib and living sant) but the actual living Sant 
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(Babaji) is equated with both the Gurus and the Guru Granth Sahib·²
118). 
Besides iconography, Nesbitt notes that food played an important role in 
informal nurture, as \RXQJ6LNKFKLOGUHQZHUH¶DFFXVWRPHGWRUHFHLYLQJ
distributing and eating food in culturally acceptable ways which were distinct 
IURPWKRVHFXUUHQWLQWKHVXUURXQGLQJZHVWHUQVRFLHW\·00, 55). Apart from 
being distinct from Western society, food practices in the home can also reinforce 
group membership. As Sukhdev, a 23-year-old female Sikh from south England 
whose family follows a particular Sant, explained, vegetarianism had become an 
important identifier for her household, distinguishing the family from other 
KRXVHKROGVZKLFKGLGQRWFRQIRUPWRWKH¶EDVLFVRIsikhi· 
'DGXVHGWRHDWPHDWZKHUHDVIRU0XPLWZDVWKHFRPSOHWHRSSRVLWH«DQG
Mum seems to have had the good influence and nRZWKH\·YHDOOVWRSSHG«
so in that way this house is a house which has [the] basics of sikhi³no 
alcohol, no meat. - Interview, 18/05/2009 
The interviews also highlighted the importance of stories in religious 
transmission. For example, Param (pseudonym), a 22-year-old Sikh society 
president, pointed out that 
history means so much to me³when I hear about what some of the shahids 
[those martyred for the faith] have done³,JHWNLQGRIHPRWLRQDO,WKLQNLW·V
PDJLF,·GORYHWRGRVRPHWKLQJIRUP\UHOLJLRQ³,·GORYHWROLYHWKHOLIHRID
Sikh. - Interview 22/10/2009 
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6LPLODUO\1DULQGHUKLJKOLJKWHGKRZKHU¶0XPZRXOGUHDGsakhiyan [stories] to 
me before I used to go to bed³DQG,MXVWFRXOGQ·WEULQJP\VHOIWRFXWP\KDLU·,W
is clear from these accounts that stories about key figures in Sikh history have an 
important impact on the religious socialisation of young British Sikhs, causing 
some to question their own identities when being made aware of the lives of 
Sikhs in the past. Navdeep, a 26-year-old male from south England, explained: 
The one thing that I do recall about my childhood is that my bed-time stories 
ZRXOG DOZD\V EH DERXW VWRULHV DERXW 6LNKV« $QG ZKHQ , ZDV LQ <HDU 
about 5²\HDUVROG,ORRNHGLQWKHPLUURURQFHDQG,VDLGWRP\PXP¶\RX
tell PHWKHVHVWRULHVDERXWDOOWKHVHSHRSOHDERXWWKHVHJUHDWVROGLHUV«7KLV
blood runs through my body as well³runs in my veins³so why am I a 
mona >DSHUVRQZLWKKDLUFXW@"·,GRQ·WNQRZZKDWKLWPH³it was a simple 
WKLQJEXW,WKRXJKW¶ZK\GRQ·W,NHHSP\KDLU",IWKLVLVZKDW,·PPDGHRI
DVZHOOWKHQZK\FDQ·W,NHHSP\KDLU"· - Interview 12/05/2010 
A number of scholars have noted the significant role of stories in religious 
socialisation, among them Keith Roberts and David Yamane who observe that³
together with scriptures, moral codes, and the celebration of religious events³
VWRULHVDUHLPSRUWDQWDVWKH\EHFRPH¶LPEHGGHGLQWKHPHPRU\DQGPHDQLQJIRU
\RXQJVWHUV·7KDWWKHUROHRIVWRULHVZDVPHQWLRQHGE\DQXPEHUof 
interviewees indicates that for young Sikhs, the stories of sacrifice made for the 
faith have left a long-lasting impression, most importantly because of the 
emotional impact of these accounts. 
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6WRULHVPD\DOVRFRQWULEXWHWR\RXQJ6LNKV·DZDUHQHVVRI¶GLIIHUHQW
degrees of SiNKQHVV·DSKUDVHFRLQHGE\1HVELWWWRLOOXVWUDWHKRZ\RXQJ
Sikhs describe more visibly observant Sikhs as ¶WKH(QJOLVK¶SURSHU6LNK·RU¶UHDO
6LNK·, etc. and WKH3XQMDEL´pagwalaµDQG´amrit chhakiaµZLWKDVPDOOPLQRULW\ 
DSSO\LQJ´6LNKµRQO\WRWKRVHZKRZHUHFRPPLWWHGWRWKH.KDOVDFRGH·
The idea that young Sikhs are socialised to be aware of different degrees of 
Sikhness may help explain religious intensification in later stages of life, when 
young Sikhs search for greater engagement DQGDLPWREHFRPH¶SURSHU6LNKV·
themselves. A number of the male interviewees who wore turbans while 
growing up explained that they were aware that removing the turban was not an 
RSWLRQIRUWKHPHVSHFLDOO\DVRWKHUIDPLO\PHPEHUVDFWHGDV¶LGHQWLW\HQIRUFHUV·
Gurpal (pseudonym), a 22-year-old from the Midlands, recalled this, 
FRPPHQWLQJWKDW¶WKH\XVHGWRFDOOP\chache >'DG·V\RXQJHUEURWKHUV@LI,
WKUHDWHQHGWRFXWP\KDLU· 
 
School 
$V6DQJKHUD·VHDUOLHUFRPPHQWVLOOXVWUDWHVFKRROEHFRmes the most 
LPSRUWDQW¶RWKHU·HQYLURQPHQWRXWVLGHWKHIDPLO\DQHQYLURQPHQWZKHUH\RXQJ
Sikhs encounter plurality and face questions about their tradition. This encounter 
can be seen as an important factor in motivating young Sikhs to learn about their 
tradition, as Santokh, the 33-year-old male from north England, suggested: 
:KHQ,ZDVDWVFKRROWKHUHZHUHORDGVRI0XVOLPV«DQGWKHUHZDVRQHJX\
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who was well into his Islam³and he used to give all the salaam to his 
friends³shake all their hands in the mRUQLQJDQGQHYHUVKDNHRXUV«VR,
WKRXJKW ,QHHG WR OHDUQDERXWP\RZQ>UHOLJLRQ@«VR ,ZHQW WR WKHFHQWUDO
OLEUDU\DQG,IRXQGDERRNRQWKHKLVWRU\RI6LNKV«,UHPHPEHUWKDWEHLQJWKH
first book that I read properly 
Similarly, Narinder explained how an experience at her Catholic school led her to 
wanting to find out more about Sikhism: 
, ZDV LQ WKH FKRLU « DQG , WKRXJKW WR P\VHOI ¶WRGD\ ,·OO JHW WKH +RO\
&RPPXQLRQ·«VR,KDGP\KDQGVLQWKHULJKWSODFH«DQG,NQHZIURPKLV
H\HV WKDW WKHSULHVWZDVQ·WJRLQJ WRJLYH LW WRPH «DQGKH MXVW VDLG ¶%OHVV
\RXP\FKLOG·«,ZDVVRDQJU\³,WKRXJKW¶,·YHGRQH\RXUkirtan [singing of 
religious compositions] IRU VR PDQ\ \HDUV DQG \RX GRQ·W JLYH PH parshad 
>EOHVVHGIRRG@"·7KHQ,WKRXJKW¶LIWKHVHgore [white people] go to a gurdwara, 
WKH\·OOJHWparshad QRPDWWHUZKDW·6R IURPWKHQRQHYHU\ WLPHZHXVHG WR
VD\¶,QWKHQDPHRIWKH)DWKHUWKH6RQDQGWKH+RO\6SLULW·,XVHGWRmattha 
tek >ERZ WR WKH *XUX@ « LW ZDV DQ LQWHUQDO UHEHOOLRQ³DQG , ZDV OLNH ¶,·P
going to gurdwara ,·P JRLQJ WR VKRZ P\ IULHQGV ,·P JRLQJ WR WDON DERXW
Sikhism³,·PJRLQJWRWHOOWKHPZK\,GRQ·WFXWP\KDLU· 
7KHVHH[DPSOHVKLJKOLJKWWKHLPSDFWRID¶PRPHQW·ZKHQWKHVH\RXQJ6LNKVIHOW
they needed to learn more about their faith. As Danièle Hervieu-Léger (1998) 
explains, people identify with religious groups in four main ways: 1) 
FRPPXQDOO\E\XVLQJD¶set of markers (social and symbolic) that define the 
ERXQGDU\RIUHOLJLRXVJURXSVDQGWKDWDOORZVRQHWRGLVWLQJXLVK´WKRVHZKRDUe 
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LQµDQG´WKRVHZKRDUHRXWµ·HWKLFDOO\E\KDYLQJDFFHSWHGWKHYDOXHV
DWWDFKHGWRWKHUHOLJLRXVPHVVDJHLELGFXOWXUDOO\E\KDYLQJHPEUDFHG¶WKH
set of cognitive, symbolic and practical elements which constitute the heritage of 
a particulDUWUDGLWLRQ·LELGHPRWLRQDOO\WKURXJK¶WKHHPRWLRQDO
H[SHULHQFHDVVRFLDWHGZLWKLGHQWLILFDWLRQ·(ibid 220). Given the experiences 
quoted above, Hervieu-LégeU·VIRllowing statement applies: 
what is new in modern societies is that this intense experience which 
SURGXFHV WKH FROOHFWLYH IHHOLQJ ¶XV· LV OHVV DQG OHVV D UHVXOW RI FRPPXQDO
EHORQJLQJ « >DQG@ LV PRUH DQG PRUH RIWHQ³and particularly among the 
young³the moment at which a primary experience of belonging becomes 
established. 
The interview data suggest that although there are various possible experiences 
and although these experiences need not be as dramatic as those described 
above, emotional moments are important in understanding why young Sikhs 
choose to engage with their faith. 
The ethnic composition of a school was also important: while there may 
not be any religious socialisation in schools, interviewees who attended schools 
which had a number of Sikh pupils all indicated that they preferred to socialise 
with fellow Sikhs. Similar to the study of Jewish pupils by Jennifer Sinclair and 
David Milner (2005, 100) who observed that issues of kinship and connection and 
awareness of difference were the main factors relating to self-categorisation, 
Baldev (pseudonym), a Sikh female from the Midlands, explained that when at 
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school, she had felt most comfortable in a kin group: 
I can get on with gore, but it does make a big difference³even when I was at 
VFKRRO ,·YHDOZD\VKDG WKDWFLUFOHRI6LNKDQG3XQMDEL IULHQGV³I dunno, it·V
not a safety thing, but I feel more at home, more like able to talk about 
whatever I want to talk about ² Interview, 20/12/2009 
Although Tahir Abbas (2002, 83²84) noted that 50% of the Sikh respondents in 
KLVVWXG\DJUHHGZLWKWKHVWDWHPHQW¶1R,have never experienced difficulties of 
DQ\NLQG·LELGLQIRUPDOWHOHSKRQHLQWHUYLHZVZLWKWKHRUJDQLVHUVRIERGLHV
which aim to assist young Sikhs7 highlighted that young Sikhs do face issues at 
school, in particular bullying, due to racism. The issue of bullying has been 
discussed on a number of Sikh web sites,8 with the Sikh coalition, an organisation 
based in the United States which was born in the aftermath of discrimination 
against Sikhs following the attacks of September 11th 2001 going as far as to 
produce a guide about bullying for schools in the US.9 
The sense of not fitting in is clearly one reason why some young Sikhs are 
DWWUDFWHGWR6LNKFDPSVDQGRWKHU6LNK\RXWKHYHQWVDVWKH\SURYLGHD¶VDIH
VSDFH·LQZKLFKWREH6LNK)HZVXUYH\UHspondents mentioned learning about 
6LNKLVPLQ5HOLJLRXV(GXFDWLRQ5(OHVVRQVZLWKRQHVWDWLQJWKDW¶ZHDUH
XQOLNOH\>VLF@WREHWDXJKWDERXWRXUKLVWRU\LQ%ULWLVKVFKRROV·DQGDQRWKHU
QRWLQJWKDWDSUREOHPZLWK%ULWLVKVRFLHW\ZDV¶WKDWPRVWRWKHUUHOLgions except 
VLNKLVPLV>VLF@WDXJKWLQVFKRROV·$OWKRXJKWKHSXUSRVHRIWKLVDUWLFOHLVQRWWR
examine the teaching of Sikhism in British schools, it is clear that the amount and 
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quality of education in Sikhism across the UK varies considerably: state schools 
are legally required to follow the RE syllabus set by the local authority, which 
JHQHUDOO\VWDWHV¶WKDWWKHUHOLJLRXVWUDGLWLRQVRI*UHDW%ULWDLQDUHLQWKHPDLQ
&KULVWLDQ·EXWUHTXLUHVWKDW5(VKRXOG¶>WDNH@DFFRXQWRIWKHWHDFKLQJDQG
practices of WKHRWKHUSULQFLSDOUHOLJLRQVUHSUHVHQWHGLQ*UHDW%ULWDLQ·10 whereas 
faith schools are free to make their own decisions regarding the form of their RE 
syllabus (Jackson et al. 2010, 10). 
$OWKRXJKLWLVLPSRUWDQWWRUHFRJQL]HWKDW¶UHOLJLRXVHGXFDWLRQFRQtributes 
WRWKHUHOLJLRXVQXUWXUHRISXSLOVIURP6LNKDQGRWKHUIDLWKEDFNJURXQGV·1HVELWW
2001, 148), the extent of this contribution depends on the importance placed on 
teaching Sikhism by individual local authorities and RE teachers. Given the 
inconsistency in approach, it is not surprising that many survey respondents 
stated that they had not been taught Sikhism in school. This is also apparent 
whenever and wherever I teach Sikhism at degree level: for the past three years, 
before beginning my lectures on Sikhism for Theology and Religious Studies 
students at the University of Leeds, I have asked who in the audience studied 
Sikhism before. Of 100²120 students present, less than five usually indicate that 
they did. Although this evidence is anecdotal and may result from students not 
wishing to draw attention to themselves, it is clear that by the time young people 
reach higher education, many have not encountered Sikhism in school. Where 
Sikhism is covered in RE lessons, Jackson et al. observe, it receiveV¶DUDWKHU
superficial, descriptive treatment focusing on the externals of the religion more 
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WKDQRQWKHUHOLJLRQ·VSRZHUIRUWUDQVIRUPDWLRQLQWKHOLYHVRIWKHLQGLYLGXDORU
LWVFRQWULEXWLRQWRZLGHUVRFLHW\· 
 
Gurdwaras 
Therefore, it would be easy to assume that young Sikhs must learn about Sikhism 
in gurdwaras. Before examining the types of religious education which occur 
there, I need to point out that not all gurdwaras are managed in the same way.  
Singh and Tatla (2006, 77) distinguish betwHHQ¶PDLQVWUHDP·gurdwaras, where 
FRPPLWWHHDQGFRQJUHJDWLRQEHORQJWRDYDULHW\RIFDVWHVDQG¶FDVWH-EDVHG·
gurdwaras, where committee and congregation belong to a particular caste group. 
Further, some gurdwaras are led by a charismatic individual (Sant) or by people 
entrusted by the Sant (this arrangement differs from that of a committee, as this 
usually involves a process of selection rather than election). 
Regardless of type, many gurdwaras make efforts to transmit Sikhism to 
Sikh children (Nesbitt 2000), depending on available resources and the priorities 
of those in charge. According to Nesbitt (2000), gurdwaras generally use the 
following six methods to transmit the Sikh tradition to young Sikhs: 
1. Punjabi supplementary schools 
2. specially organised chilGUHQ·VVHUYLFHV 
3. teaching in the main gurdwara programme with a focus on children 
4. Sikh youth camps 
5. formal instruction in the harmonium or tabla 
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6. provision of library facilities 
It is important to note that the supplementary classes are not classes in Sikhism 
but classes which focus on the Punjabi language. This helps to explain Beatrice 
'UXU\·VREVHUYDWLRQWKDWGHVSLWHDWWHQGLQJVXSSOHPHQWDU\FODVVHVPDQ\
young Sikhs demonstrate ignorance about Sikh teachings. The classes do, 
however, play an important social role in transmitting Sikh ethnic consciousness 
to young Sikhs, as Gurdeep, a 23-year-old from the Midlands, explained: 
«ZHXVHGWRJRWR3XQMDELFODVV«¶FRVRXUSDUHQWVXVHGWRVHQGXV³we 
GLGQ·W XVHG WR ZDQW WR JR ILUVW WKHQ ZH XVHG WR JR HYHU\ HYHQLQJ ¶FRV ZH
ZDQWHGWRVHHRXUPDWHV«ZHGLGQ·WUHDOO\OHDUQPXFKEXWWKHPDLQUHDVRQ
we used to go was the social side. 
Nevertheless, some gurdwaras organise classes in addition to Punjabi classes. 
Puran, a 22-year-old male, describes how he speQWKLVFKLOGKRRGDWWHQGLQJ¶tabla 
class, vaja [harmonium] class, and Sikhism GCSE class at X [name of gurdwara], 
then on a Sunday Y [name of gurdwara] Punjabi school, then Z [name of 
gurdwara] for Gatka >D6LNKPDUWLDODUW@·7KLVGHPRQVWUDWHVWKDW6LNKSDrents may 
be increasingly willing to send their children to any gurdwara which offers the 
best provision, even if this means attending more than one gurdwara on the same 
day. As Puran further explained, the Sikhism classes were very important in 
influencing his decision to grow his hair and wear a turban: 
Sikhi FODVVHVZHUHUHDOO\ LQIOXHQWLDO «IRUD\RXQJSHUVRQ OLNHP\VHOIDW WKH
time, it was really welcoming and it was so basic that everyone could 
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XQGHUVWDQG«EHIRUHWKHFODVVHV,GLGQ·WNQRZDQ\WKLQJDEout sikhi³I started 
WRJHWLQVSLUHG¶FRV,VWDUWHGOHDUQLQJDERXW6LNKKLVWRU\DQG,FRXOGVHHKRZ
PXFK SHRSOH KDGGRQH IRU XV WR EH DEOH WR VWDQG KHUH WRGD\ DV 6LNKV « VR
WKDW·VZKHQ,VWDUWHGWRJURZP\KDLU 
Despite increased provision, interviewees highlighted issues related to the 
management of gurdwaras and the committee system, which offered little 
VWDELOLW\WR\RXQJ6LNKV·OHDUQLQJ3XUDQalso referred to this: 
«WKHUHZDVDQHZFRPPLWWHHDWWKHgurdwara, but they wanted to dominate 
«WKH\ WROG«>WKH WHDFKHU@ WKDWKHFDQ·W WHDFKDQ\PRUH$QG LWZDV OLNH
¶ZK\KDYH\RXGRQHWKLV"<RXKDGVRPXFKsangat >FRQJUHJDWLRQ@FRPLQJ·³
DQGIURPWKHQLW·VGURSSHG«QRZLW·VMXVW²6 people. 
Puran points to a key issue regarding the religious transmission in gurdwaras: for 
organising classes for young Sikhs, much depends on the goodwill of volunteers 
ZKRJLYHXSWKHLUWLPHDQGKDYHWRFXUU\IDYRXUZLWKWKRVHLQFKDUJH7KH¶FKRS-
and-FKDQJH·QDWXUHRIWHDFKLQJPDNHVOLWWOHVHQVHWR\RXQJ6LNKVDQGPD\EHRQH
reason why many events for young Sikhs are now organised outside gurdwaras. 
Hardev (pseudonym), a teacher of kirtan, explained that for many gurdwaras 
provision for young Sikhs was simply not an economic priority: 
$OOWKHH[SHULHQFHVZH·YHKDGZLWKgurdwaras in terms of this kind of activity 
DUH YHU\ QHJDWLYH $QG ,·OO WHOO \RX ZK\ WKDW LV LW·V EHFDXVH WKLV NLQG RI
DFWLYLW\ GRHVQ·W JHQHUDWH DQ\ UHYHQXH IRU WKH gurdwara; the only revenue it 
generates is the people who come to mattha tek [bow to the Guru and give 
offerings] to attend the class. One of the committee members at one gurdwara 
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ZDVH[WUHPHO\VXSSRUWLYHKHVDLGWRXV¶\RXGRQ·WHYHQKDYHWRDVN·EXWKH
VDLG ¶MXVW EH DZDUH WKDW LI WKHUH·V D ZHGGLQJ RU Akhand Paths [unbroken 
readings of the Guru Granth Sahib@ WKH\·UHJHQHUDWLQJZKHUHDV WKLV LV
JHQHUDWLQJ·³and I understand that. ² Interview 28/01/2010 
Here, the distinction between the different types of gurdwara is important.  
Unlike mainstream and caste-based gurdwaras, gurdwaras where the management 
is based on selection rather than election, such as Sant-led gurdwaras, appear to 
offer more stability for young Sikhs, as teachers are generally not dismissed if 
WKH\ILQGWKHPVHOYHVEHORQJLQJWRWKH¶ZURQJ·SDUW\IROORZLQJDQHOHFWLRQ7KH
need to address economic concerns seems paramount in the minds of most 
gurdwara committees, often to the detriment of providing classes for young Sikhs. 
It is therefore not surprising that many young Sikhs themselves have started to 
organise events outside gurdwaras, which they are free to shape as they wish. 
 
Conclusion 
This article has highlighted some of the variety in religious socialisation which 
young British Sikhs encounter in their early lives. As the site of primary 
socialisation, the family sets out much of what follows, but there is great 
diversity within Sikh families, with caste and migration history being important 
points of difference. While caste had an influence on the occupations of the early 
Sikh migrants, given the variety of occupations in which Sikhs find themselves 
today, caste does not appear to determine occupation as much as it once did. It is 
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also no longer predictable that members of a particular caste attend a particular 
gurdwara, as many Sikh parents now appear to send their children to gurdwaras 
which offer the best facilities. 
The structure of the household also has an impact on socialisation, 
especially if grandparents live in the same household or close by. Migration 
history has been shown to be an important factor here, too, as there are clear 
GLIIHUHQFHVLQWKHLGHQWLW\SUDFWLFHVRI¶GLUHFW·DQG¶WZLFH·PLJUDQWV%RWKIDFWRUV
are linked to the level at which Punjabi is spoken, which in turn influences the 
type of religious learning which young Sikhs engage with in later life. Further, 
geography has been shown to be important both for the opportunities of learning 
about Sikhism, which are open to the family, and for the composition of the 
classroom at school which young Sikhs attend. 
Besides these differences, this article has described a number of 
FRPPRQDOLWLHV1HVELWW·VDQDO\VLVRIWKHLGHDRI¶SURSHU6LNKV·LVLPSRUWDQWDVLW
helps to explain why many young Sikhs who appear not to be interested in 
Sikhism take on Sikh identity in later life, when they experience a process of 
religious intensification (Roberts and Yamane 2011, 123) rather than religious 
conversion. The encounter with pluralism in the school environment is another 
important factor, as young Sikhs experience emotional moments of both 
belonging and not belonging. 
Finally, this article has discussed the role of the gurdwara as a site which 
SULPDULO\RIIHUV\RXQJ6LNKVDQHQYLURQPHQWZLWKLQZKLFKWKH\FDQVLPSO\¶EH
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6LNK·$Vgurdwaras are not homogenous communities, the type they represent 
determines the stability and importance placed on religious transmission. It is 
clear that for many gurdwaras organising events for young Sikhs is not a priority, 
given the low economic return of these events. Formal transmission organised by 
the older generation is generally regarded as being of poor quality and appears 
to be far too unstable, being subject to personal grudges and factional politics, 
much of which young British Sikhs do not understand or wish to engage with. 
For these reasons, many events organised by young Sikhs are now held outside 
gurdwaras, in activity centres, schools, and universities. If those in charge of 
gurdwaras are serious about teaching young Sikhs about their faith, they must 
ensure that the environment they present is both stable and nurturing. 
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Notes 
                                                 
1
 Examples of these postings can be found at: http://www.sikhnet.com/news/phd-research-
british-sikhs-18-30-currently-underway, http://www.sikhsangat.com/index.php?/topic/48145-
phd-research-into-british-sikhs-18-30, http://simplybhangra.com/forum/5-general-chat/271-
phd-research-into-british-sikhs-18-30, 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/dna/mbasiannetwork/html/NF4154526?thread=7157509 (accessed 
September 5, 2011). 
2 For further details about some of these groups, see Takhar 2005. 
3
 6DQJKHUD·VThe boy with the topknot: A memoir of love, secrets and lies in Wolverhampton, published 
in paperback by Penguin in 2009, was originally published in 2008 by Viking in hardback as If you 
GRQ·WNQRZPHE\QRZ$PHPRLURIORYHVHFUHWVDQGOLHVLQ:ROYHUKDPSWRQ. 
4 For further details about the Akhand Kirtani Jatha, see Nesbitt 2005, 51); for details about the Guru 
Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha and Namdharis, see Takhar 2005. 
5 Many of these groups are regarded by many Sikhs as being heterodox (see Takhar 2005). For 
details about the Nirankaris, see McLeod (1984); for details about the Radhasoamis, see 
Juergensmeyer 1995. 
6 The Mul Mantar is a statement found at the beginning of the Guru Granth Sahib; its translation is 
¶URRWIRUPXOD· 
7 These bodies are the Sikh helpline, Sikh Sanjog (Edinburgh), and the Sikh Community and 
Youth Services. 
8 See e.g. http://www.rajkaregakhalsa.net/literature/For Schools and Teachers/Helping Sikh 
Children Dealing with Bullying.PDF (accessed 15/11/2011). 
9 See http://www.sikhcoalition.org/documents/DOE_Report.2.24.2011.pdf (accessed July 6, 
2011). 
10 )RU IXUWKHUGHWDLOV VHH ¶5HOLJLRXVHGXFDWLRQLQ(QJOLVKVFKRROV: Non-statutory guidance 2010. 
http://media.education.gov.uk/assets/files/religious%20education%20guidance%20in%20scho
ols.pdf (accessed 20/01/2012). 
